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Prologue

 


Afghanistan, 2005

 


Every platoon has someone like Bryan Novak,
a man who isn’t quite happy unless he was stirring things up. In
his eyes, anything and anyone was fair game, from their living
conditions at the combat outpost, which were rather dismal, to the
tiniest personal imperfections and quirks of his fellow soldiers,
the kind everyone has. But only someone like Novak finds the need
to ridicule. Were it not for his knack for going too far or picking
on the wrong people at the wrong time, most of his unsolicited and
often caustic comments would have been ignored in the same way
people tuned out the droning of an annoying insect they were unable
to shoo away or swat. A perfect example of Novak’s inability to
exercise anything resembling good judgment occurred one day in late
November when his platoon was outside the wire, wandering about the
rugged Afghani mountains in search of an elusive foe who seemed to
have the ability to be everywhere and nowhere all at the same
time.

They were only a few minutes into a break
when Novak felt the urge to annoy one of his favorite targets, a
medic who often went out with the platoon. Specialist Jordan Allen
Wallace was an easy mark for someone like Novak. Even tricked out
in full battle rattle, consisting of a helmet, body armor, a
fifty-pound aid bag, rifle, camelback hydration rig, and assorted
pouches, Wallace looked sadly out of place among the infantrymen he
was traveling with. At five foot, eight inches and weighing little
more than a hundred and thirty pounds soaking wet, he was anything
but imposing. A fair complexion and baby smooth cheeks incapable of
sprouting even the fairest of peach fuzz, coupled with his habit of
keeping his red hair a tad over regulation length, didn’t help
matters any. To his friends in the battalion’s medical platoon, men
he had served with since Operation Iraq Freedom, he was their very
own “Sweet Little Jordi,” a nickname Jordan tolerated only because
he knew his buddies meant no harm by it. Novak’s comments, on the
other hand, while always framed in an effort to sound innocuous,
were anything but.

With his back against a boulder, arms
tightly folded, and chin resting on his chest, Jordan gave the
appearance of dozing off. He wasn’t asleep, however. As he often
did at times like this, the young medic allowed his mind to drift,
imagining a day when he would be free to pursue his fondest dream,
one that was about as far removed from the grim realities around
him as he could get.

Novak, seated a few meters across from
Jordan, took it upon himself to keep him from enjoying his
daydream. Gathering up a hand full of pebbles, the meddlesome
rifleman started bouncing them off Jordan’s helmet. Lost in his own
private little world, Jordan didn’t notice the plunking on his
helmet until Novak had worked his way up to some of the bigger
stones. Without having to look, the young medic already knew who
his tormentor was, allowing him to collect his thoughts and come up
with an appropriate response before peeking up from under the brim
of his helmet.

When he was sure he had the medic’s
attention, Novak bounced the biggest pebble he had off the top of
Jordan’s helmet. “Hey, sweet cheeks. Dreamin’ about your
boyfriend?”

Ignoring Novak’s taunt, Jordan’s face took
on an expression as if he were thinking something over. “Not
really. I was just trying to remember which list I’ve got you
on.”

Not expecting a response like that, Novak
frowned. “List? What kind of list?”

Jordan didn’t bother answering. Instead, he
made a great show of digging out a notebook, opening to a page and
studying it.

“Hey! I’m talking to you. What kind of
list?” Novak demanded once more.

“My no morphine list,” Jordan finally
replied as he made an annotation in his notebook using a stub of a
pencil.

“Your what?”

This time, when Jordan looked up, he stared
right into Novak’s eyes. “You do appreciate that there’s always a
chance I’m going to have to work on you one of these days. If that
happens, I need to know whether or not I should give a shot of
morphine.”

Narrowing his eyes, Novak regarded Jordan
for a moment, trying to decide if the medic was being serious.

“You wouldn’t dare,” the infantryman finally
muttered.

“I won’t what? Get my jollies watching you
cry like a little girl? Listen to you beg me for morphine while I
poke and probe your wound with my dirty fingers? Oh, you better
believe I would, sweetheart,” Jordan snickered, adding a wink for
effect.

Several of the other men in Novak’s squad,
having heard the full exchange and always looking for an
opportunity to have a little fun at his expense for a change, began
to laugh. One even leaned over and high-fived Jordan. Determined
not to let the medic get the better of him without making the
little shit pay, Novak scrambled to his feet.

One of the people who’d been monitoring the
exchange was Walter Kraus, Novak’s platoon sergeant. In no mood to
mess around with his problem child, he decided it was time to
intervene before things got out of hand.

“Take one step, Novak, and I’ll shoot you
myself just to see if Doc’s really serious.”

Hesitating, Novak and Kraus locked eyes as
the former tried to gauge just how far the NCO would go to stop
him.

“Go ahead, asshole,” Kraus sneered as he
flipped the safety off his weapon.

Everyone knew Kraus wasn’t about to shoot
Novak. He didn’t need to. The lanky, six-foot-three career soldier
from Oklahoma had other, more painful ways of slapping down a
subordinate who got too far out of line. Having fallen afoul of
Kraus’s unique form of discipline before, Novak found he had little
choice but to settle for glaring at Jordan.

For his part, Jordan did his best to forget
about Novak’s comments. Unfortunately, the willowy combat medic
wasn’t able to retreat back into the little dream world he
preferred to the one to which he was condemned. Instead, he once
more found himself dwelling on just how much of a farce his attempt
to man-up by joining the Army had become, one people like Novak
were always ready to point out. With each passing day, Jordan
realized he really was nothing more than one of Mother Nature’s
little jokes, the sort everyone was able to enjoy but him.

~

 


Fortunately, the needs of the Army didn’t
permit Jordan a great deal of time to brood over his unenviable lot
in life. Following the break, Novak’s squad took point as the rifle
platoon continued its slow push up the side of a rock-strewn
mountainside toward the company’s objective for the day. Along the
way, they needed to investigate several caves the battalion intel
officer suspected were being used by Taliban insurgents. Just what
led him to believe that didn’t much matter to Kraus or any of his
people. The only thing that was important to them was whether, or
not, someone was home. The two they had come across before the
break showed no signs of ever having been occupied, at least not by
humans. The same held true for the first one they checked out
following the break. It was the final cave they needed to
investigate, one that overlooked the valley below, that proved to
be an altogether different story.

Novak and another rifleman with the
unfortunate name of Adam Andrew Akers, known by everyone as Triple
A, approached the mouth of that cave with an appropriate degree of
caution. Novak, who was closest to the opening, was given the honor
of chucking a grenade into the cave. Having done this before, he
thought nothing of it as he pulled the pin, let the grenade’s spoon
fly and tossing it before seeking cover at what he thought was a
safe distance. Both Novak and Akers were bracing themselves,
waiting for the grenade to detonate before rushing forward while
laying down a volley of rifle fire when Novak’s grenade came
sailing back out, landing squarely between the two riflemen. Any
thought either man had of trying to return the grenade, or doing
something heroic, in an effort to save their squad mate, was
quickly forgotten when a second grenade landed a few feet from the
first.

Both Kraus and Jordan witnessed the first
part of that little drama. Each turned away and threw themselves
behind the biggest rock they could find before either of the
grenades exploded. Knowing he had but a few seconds to cover the
open ground between where he was and where Novak and Akers were
before the smoke and dust of the twin explosions settled and the
Taliban fighters popped up to fire at the balance of the platoon,
Jordan took to his feet and sprinted forward. Kraus never had a
chance to stop him as he rushed by. The best he could do was to
scream at Jordan to get back, even while he was bringing his weapon
up in order to lay down covering fire for the medic.

Jordan didn’t need Kraus to remind him what
he was doing was wrong. It went against everything they’d taught
him at Fort Sam Houston during his advanced individual training
where he’d been told medics should never, ever expose themselves to
enemy fire.

“Who’s going to take care of you if you go
get yourself shot?” his instructors reminded him over and over
again. “Leave all that hooah BS for the infantry.”

The driving force behind Jordan’s actions
had nothing to do with a sudden urge to do something heroic, or
stupid, depending upon one’s take on such things. Nor was his
decision to rush forward an effort to prove he was just as tough as
the next guy. He’d already given up on that conceit during his
first tour of duty in combat when it finally dawned upon him that
he never could be. Rather, Jordan was simply doing what came
naturally to him. He was doing what was expected of him. Even
though every man in the squad knew that a live medic, cowering
behind a rock, was much better than a heroic one, who was dead, to
a man, they expected their ‘Doc’ to do everything in his power to
save them when push came to shove. It wasn’t something anyone ever
talked about. It was simply one of those understandings that men,
going into harm’s way, expected. For Jordan, to have failed to step
up and do what needed to be done would have been worse than death
itself.

The first casualty Jordan came across was
Akers. He’d managed to recover from the shock and crawl behind a
bigger rock by the time Jordan reached him. When Akers saw Jordan,
he grabbed the medic by the arm and cried. “Am I okay?”

Though he’d not yet had enough time to even
do a quick once over of the shaken rifleman, Jordan had seen enough
wounded men to know that Akers would be all right. There simply
wasn’t enough blood splattered about, and the man was responding in
an appropriate, if excited, manner.

“Yeah, you’re okay,” Jordan replied forcing
himself to keep his expression neutral.

Unable to hear for the ringing in his ears,
Akers tightened his grip on the medic’s arm and pull him closer.
“Doc, am I going to be all right?”

Reaching up, Jordan took Akers’ face in his
hands and forced himself to smile as he nodded. Relieved, Akers
kicked into full combat mode, releasing his grip on Jordan’s arm.
Though smarting from numerous pinprick wounds on his exposed arms
and legs, the rifleman brought his weapon to bear on the cave’s
entrance as he prepared to take on anything that might come their
way. Having determined that Akers was in no immediate danger,
Jordan turned his attention to where Novak lay sprawled out on the
ground in full view of whoever was in the cave. Tapping Akers’
helmet, Jordan used gestures to instruct the shaken, but alert,
rifleman to cover him. When Akers signaled that he understood and
was ready, Jordan took a moment to take a few deep breaths before
leaping out from behind cover.

Unlike his dash over to the rock where Akers
had sought shelter, there was no smoke or dust to obscure the
enemy’s field of vision. Nor was there any cover to speak of in the
immediate vicinity of where the wounded man was, leaving Jordan
little choice but to attempt to snatch Novak’s limp body on the run
and drag it to where they both would be protected from enemy fire.
Given the disparity in the size and weight of the two men, doing so
would be easier said than done. Even without body armor and other
gear, the wounded rifleman weighed almost half again as much as
Jordan. The only thing Jordan would have going for him would be
adrenaline and determination.

Unlike pro-sport games, the next two minutes
passed without time outs or breaks for booth reviews. Much of what
Jordan was able to file away as memories, after the fact, was based
upon what he was told by those who witnessed his actions. All he
was left with that he could call his own was a jumbled collection
of disjointed images of an event that would haunt him for the rest
of his life.

With everyone, who could train their weapon
on the cave’s opening, firing for all they were worth, Jordan
covered the distance between the rock he’d been sharing with Akers
to where Novak was in seconds. Grabbing the first thing he could
latch onto, the badly over-matched medic used his forward momentum
to his advantage, jerking the inert rifleman from where he’d fallen
and over to a cluster of rocks that offered some protection from
any small arms fire the Afghani insurgents might send his way.

Unfortunately for Jordan, those rocks did
little to protect either him or his patient from a fresh volley of
grenades that came flying from the mouth of the cave. Jordan’s next
decision wasn’t much of a decision at all. Instinctively, he
dropped down and covered as much of Novak’s body as he could,
taking the brunt of the explosions that put an end to his career as
a medic.



Chapter One

New York, September 2007

 


Every now and again, I came across someone
in the Army who did their best to convince me that families were a
curse. They would attempt to prove their point by regaling me with
stories of how their brothers and sisters were nothing but an
endless wellspring of grief and misery. One even viewed his
siblings as nature’s way of preparing him for combat. After all, he
concluded sadly, if you could find a way of dealing with them you
could handle just about anything the Taliban could throw at us
since the law prohibited him from shooting his sibs.

I found his argument a little difficult to
relate to. For me, my sister Emma, or “M” for short, was everything
to me. She was always my staunchest ally, greatest supporter, most
trusted confidant, and a friend who was always there whenever I
needed one. At the beginning of this story, Emma was an
up-and-coming business analyst who was making quite a name for
herself at a well-respected Wall Street financial firm. With an
overabundance of determination, oodles of charisma, and the sort of
chutzpah that New Yorkers both loved and hated, M was a girl who
enjoyed a challenge.

Probably her greatest and most persistent
challenge was me. We were about as close as a brother and sister,
separated by two years, could possibly be, which was rather
surprising given how different our personalities were. Whereas she
was outgoing and effusive, I was withdrawn and quite guarded when
it came to expressing my feelings or thoughts, quirks that
oftentimes led her to speak on my behalf when I was a toddler. It
was a habit that allowed me to put off developing my own verbal
skills, which caused my mother to fear that there was something
terribly wrong with me. There was, but it wasn’t what she, or the
doctors, were worried about. My vocal cords were fine, if you
consider having a voice that came across as a mezzo-soprano in a
biologically mature male okay. The anomaly keeping me from
developing along traditional lines lay elsewhere.

Whether its origin was all purely physical
or if there was an underlying psychological aspect to the way I
came to view myself is one of those chicken and egg things that I
often pondered but was never quite able to sort out. I do know that
neither Emma’s childhood dream of having a baby sister, nor her
habit of allowing me to tag along with her and her friends, played
any real part in how things turned out. Whatever it was that caused
me to favor the world she shared with her female friends was
already there long before Emma began dragging me about everywhere
she went. I only came to appreciate just how out of sync I was with
the kids who were supposed to be my peers when she hit the sixth
grade and her friends started to object to my presence at
girls-only outings. My expulsion from Emma’s world was tough on me,
but not nearly as traumatic as the prospect of enduring that most
awful of all human experiences each and every living soul goes
through—puberty.

The ease with which my sister had sailed
through her trial by hormones was for me both encouraging and
disconcerting. On one hand, I so wanted to be like all the other
boys, if for no other reason than to keep from standing out any
more than I already did. Yet, the thought of morphing into a crass,
crude, pimply-faced, teenaged boy, with random patches of stubble
sprouting all over my face, didn’t appeal to me in the least,
resulting in a real conundrum that caused me to withdraw even
further into myself.

My apprehensions over my pending
metamorphosis from gangly pre-teen to young adult proved to be
unfounded. While everyone around me underwent that strange
transformation brought on by rampaging hormones, I found myself
stuck with an androgynous, 12-year-old body that grew in height,
but little else. It goes without saying that my failure to mature
along traditional lines left me open to all sorts of ribbing in
high school as well as the nickname “Wee-Willie Winkie,” an
unfortunate moniker derived from of my poor showing in the locker
room. I have little doubt that if it weren’t for my skills in pole
vaulting and as a diver on the school’s swim team, I’d have
suffered terribly at the hands of classmates who were able to take
their manhood for granted.

When I finally got around to the serious
business of deciding just what I was going to do with the rest of
my life, I found myself at a total loss. By then, I already knew I
could never be the kind of person my physiology had hinted at but
never fully delivered upon. This sad conclusion became painfully
obvious to me one Sunday afternoon after attending a party with my
sister.

If there was one defining moment in my young
life, an occurrence when I suddenly realized that nature had played
a cruel trick on me, it was that day, a day when Emma talked me
into playing a joke on her friend Sarah Roth. It was also the first
and only time I dressed as a female while in high school. In the
wake of that come-to-Jesus moment, I poured my heart out to Emma,
confessing things to her that I’d never shared with another living
soul. While she listened to me and did her best to understand, she
was just as clueless as I was as to what to do. So, I did what came
naturally to me, something I’d done all my life. I kicked the can a
little further down the road in the hope that when I got to it
again, I would be better prepared to deal with it.

My decision to join the Army upon graduation
from high school came as no surprise to Emma. Without my having to
say a thing, she understood that the crusade I was setting out on
had nothing at all to do with the war on terror or the defense of
the homeland. My mother, on the other hand, found my stated reasons
for putting off college in order to join the post-9/11 rush to
extract some revenge for what the terrorists had done to a city
both Emma and I had grown to love, a little hard to accept. Like
Emma, she knew I didn’t have it in me to do what soldiers were
expected to do in battle. In truth, I knew it too.

Only in retrospect did I come to appreciate
that the quest I set out on was both foolish and naive. It was a
last-ditch attempt to become something that nature seemed hellbent
on keeping me from becoming. And while I was not exactly sure if I
really wanted to be the sort of man that could pass muster in
America at the dawn of a new millennium, at the time, the
alternative was even more unthinkable.

~

 


It took a full tour of duty in Iraq as a
combat medic with an infantry unit and a partially completed one in
Afghanistan to convince me that I’d never be able to overcome a
biological fluke that left me an easy mark for anyone who was in
the mood to pick on someone who didn’t measure up to their
standards. Not knowing what else to do, yet knowing I needed to do
something constructive with my life, upon being discharged from the
Army, I once more kicked the proverbial can a little further along
by losing myself in academia. My choice of collegiate sanctuaries
was an easy one, New York University, although neither academics
nor that institution’s reputation played a role in my decision.

Throughout my tenure in the Army, Emma had
always been there for me, conducting a one-woman crusade to keep my
morale up. When deployed overseas, a week didn’t go by without her
sending me a parcel filled with my favorite snack foods, the latest
DVDs, industrial grade sun block, oatmeal-based moisturizers to
relief chaffing caused by my body armor, and all sorts of things
that make life on the edge of hell semi-bearable. I guess it was
this selfless demonstration of sibling loyalty and love, not to
mention her wondrous tales of life in the Big Apple, that led me to
pick NYU when I finally bid the U.S Army adieu.

Much to Emma’s relief, I wisely opted to
turn down her offer to live with her while attending college. We
were, after all, adults, each seeking to build a new life that had
a place for the other, but not as roomies. That doesn’t mean I
didn’t take advantage of the amenities my sister’s two-bedroom,
midtown apartment offered, in particular the washers and dryers
located in the basement of her building. Since using them cost her
nothing and gave us both an opportunity to catch up with what the
other had been up to during the previous week, Emma was more than
happy to tolerate my weekly treks to her uptown apartment.

The routine didn’t vary much from week to
week. Being an early riser, on Sunday, I’d bundle up my laundry,
hop on the uptown subway, and let myself into my sister’s
apartment, taking care not to disturb her as she took advantage of
the weekend to catch up on her sleep. After stuffing several
machines in the basement with my laundry, I’d avail myself of the
privacy her place afforded me to indulge in some serious
relaxation, which usually amounted to nothing more than a long,
luxurious soak in the guest bathroom’s tub. I was in the middle of
doing so one Sunday morning in mid-September when I heard a soft
rapping on the bathroom door. Recalling all the times she’d come
barging in on me when we were children without waiting to find out
if I was decent, I grabbed the washcloth and covered my most
private parts before calling out to her. “Emma?”

Without bothering to respond, the door swung
open. “And who exactly were you expecting?” she asked as she
waltzed in, fully dressed in fashionable jeans and a white,
form-fitting New England Patriots jersey, sporting the number 12 in
bold, pink numerals.

“A little privacy?”

With a smirk, she brushed aside my show of
modesty with a wave of her hand before taking a seat on the toilet
lid. “Need I remind you, dear sweet brother of mine, there isn’t a
thing you have that I haven’t seen before?”

Making a show of shifting the washcloth I
was using to cover myself, I snickered. “That doesn’t mean we
should go around au naturel.”

Taking a moment, Emma studied my body with
the sort of scrutiny that always left me a wee bit uncomfortable. I
could tell by the expression on her face what she was thinking as
she did so. Lifting my right arm, I pointed my index finger at
her.

“Emma Wallace, don’t you dare say a word,
not a single word. I took more than my fill of ribbing while in the
Army about my lack of body hair. I don’t need you to add to
it.”

Ignoring the mock scowl on my face, Emma
reached over and ran her fingers through my long, auburn hair.

“And what’s all this?” she asked
incredulously. “Trying to overcompensate for your inability to grow
any hair to speak of elsewhere?”

“No, just trying to fit in. A boy with a
ponytail gets by a lot easier on a college campus than someone with
a regulation buzz cut.”

“I imagine that would be true if he was,
well...”

“And please, don’t go there either,” I
whined.

She knew very well people who didn’t know me
often mistook me for a female. And rather than bothering to correct
them, nine times out of ten, I said nothing. It was a habit Emma
always took note of when we were together. But, knowing how
sensitive I was about my appearance, she seldom commented on it in
public. When we were alone, however, all bets were off.

Realizing she had overplayed her hand, Emma
knelt down on the floor next to the tub, affecting a chastised
expression as she did so.

“I’m sorry Jordan. I know how sensitive you
are about your looks and your inability to grow anything more
substantial than peach fuzz. It’s just that I can’t help it,” she
sighed whimsically as she gently stroked my cheek with the back of
her hand. “You’re much too pretty to be a boy.”

A devilish grin crept across my lips as I
reached down and grasped a corner of the washcloth covering my
privates.

“If you need proof, I’ve got all the
evidence I need right here, lady.”

Feigning shock, Emma stood up, giving me a
playful slap up the side of the head as she did so.

“Jordan Allen Wallace! You should be ashamed
of yourself.”

“And you, my dear sweet sister, should be
more sensitive to my fragile ego. Instead of mocking this puny,
frail frame with which our ancestors cursed me, you should be doing
your best to help me foster a more positive self-image.”

Ignoring me, Emma walked over to the cabinet
where she retrieved a plastic bottle that she tossed over to me.
“Here. It’s conditioner. Use it on those lovely red tresses of
yours.”

Rolling my eyes, I sighed. “And how,
exactly, is that supposed to help me achieve a more virile
persona?”

“Sorry, dear boy, but I’m afraid if four
years with Uncle Sam’s green machine didn’t do the job, there’s not
a whole lot I can do. So, until you can afford pec and bicep
implants, I suggest you work with what you’ve got. Contrary to
popular mythology, women do notice it when men take care of their
hair. And another thing, we’ve got to do something about those
clothes of yours,” she added as she was preparing to leave.

“Like what?”

“Like replacing them, dear brother. When I
was switching your laundry for you, I couldn’t help but notice that
you don’t own a single pair of jeans that isn’t threadbare.”

“They’re comfortable.”

“Jordan, they’re rags, just like your
shirts. And I’m not even going to mention your underwear.”

“What’s wrong with my underwear?” I
protested.

“When was the last time you bought yourself
new underwear?”

“Let me see, now. As I recall George Bush
was in the White House. That’s Bush 41.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny. I don’t think you own a
pair that doesn’t have a hole in them.”

“Ah, Emma. I’m a boy, remember? They’re
supposed to have a hole in them.”

“Quit being such a dolt. They’re disgusting,
and they all need to be replaced, along with every other stitch of
clothing you own.”

“Well, until I can afford to replace them,
they’ll have to do,” I countered using an argument even my sister
could understand.

Placing a hand on her hip, she rolled her
eyes. “Fine. If that’s the way it is, then you leave me no choice.
What are you doing next Saturday?”

“I don’t know. Studying, I guess. Why?”

“Because we’re going shopping.”

I made a face. “Says who?”

“Says me,” she shot back as she crossed her
arms. “Either you come along with me and pick out what you want, or
I’ll sneak into your dorm room when you’re not there, steal all
your clothes, and replace them with cute tops and designer
jeans.”

Rather than upping the ante, I pouted.
“You’re being mean to me again.”

Emma gave me a mock scowl, pointing her
finger at me as she did so. “You wanna see mean? Just you try
ducking out on me next Saturday. I’ll show you mean. And don’t
forget to use that conditioner,” she added as she was leaving.

Though I made of show of grumbling, after
Emma had closed the door behind her, I did use the conditioner,
knowing full well that if I didn’t I’d never hear the end of
it.

Besides, now that she was up and about, I
had more to worry about than whether or not I’d conditioned my hair
as she’d instructed. As was my habit whenever I did my laundry at
Emma’s, I threw just about every stitch of clothing I possessed
into the washer, including the clothes I had worn over. Since she
always slept in ’til noon on Sundays, I never had any qualms about
slipping into a pair of her running shorts or sweatpants and a
non-descript top until my laundry was done. On this day, that
consisted of a pair of light grey sweatpants trimmed in pink and a
lime green tee, an outfit she’d left hanging on a hook on the door
of the guest bathroom. Since the odds of her not saying anything
about this were something less than zilch, I decided to do it up
right, taking my time to blow dry my hair before gathering it up in
a high ponytail, secured with a white scrunchie I found looped
about the bathroom’s doorknob.

The look on Emma’s face when I sauntered out
into the kitchen to join in on her search for something to eat was
priceless. To her credit, she said nothing as we went about fixing
breakfast. I had no doubt she was saving all her comments for
later. At the moment, she was content to tell me about her plans
for the day, which went a long way toward explaining why she, a
diehard New York Giants fan like me, was wearing a Patriots
jersey.

“Conner McMasters, a guy I met at a party a
few weeks ago invited me to watch the game with him at his place
this afternoon.”

“So why that jersey? I thought you were all
agog with Eli?” I asked, even though I suspected I already knew the
answer.

An impish grin lit up her face as she dipped
her chin and looked up at me through her lashes. “Elementary, my
dear Watson. Conner is a big fan of the Pats.”

“So, for the affection of a man, you’re
willing to cast aside your lifelong loyalties and betray the home
team?”

Emma tilted her head. “You’d be surprised
what a girl is willing to do for a man.”

I was in the midst of thinking up a good
comeback when Emma’s phone rang. When she answered it, I could tell
she didn’t want me to overhear her conversation. The expression on
her face and the way her voice took on a soft, almost lyrical tone
told me that it was her afternoon date. Tactfully, I made myself
scarce, heading down to the basement to check on the progress of my
laundry in order to give my sister some privacy. As I did so, I had
no way of knowing that this rather ordinary day was about to take
an untimely detour into the Twilight Zone.

~

 


Emma was in the throes of scurrying about
her apartment, madly dusting furniture, when I returned. Standing
there, with laundry basket in hand, I watched her until she stopped
what she was doing and looked over at me.

“Well, are you going to just stand there or
are you going to help?” she asked incredulously.

“Help with what?”

My sister rolled her eyes. “Don’t be such a
ditz. Help me clean.”

“What’s with the sudden urge to clean, M?
It’s Sunday. You know, the day of rest.”

“The call I got before you went down to the
basement was from Conner,” she explained as she went back to
dusting. “It seems some yutz in his building was trying to tap into
the cable system on his own and screwed things up for everyone. The
cable company is refusing to fix it until they find out who the
miscreant was.”

“And this is important to me how?”

“As we speak, Conner is on his way over
here.”

“Oh, I see. So, I need to disappear.”

“There’s no need to,” Emma replied without
bothering to look back at me. “We weren’t planning anything
special, just watching the games, munching on snacks, and the
usual.”

“It’s that so-called “usual” that’s got me
worried,” I snickered as I set my laundry basket aside and took to
gathering up magazines that were scattered about on the coffee
table.

“We haven’t gotten that far, yet,” she
explained as she took to rearranging the throw pillows on the sofa.
“And if I have my way, we won’t any time soon. I intend to take my
time with Conner. I think he just might be someone special.”

“Special as in...”

This time, before answering, my sister
stopped what she had been doing. Standing upright, she slowly
turned toward me. Her expression told me that something was going
on within her that I’d not seen before.

“I don’t know, Jordan,” she began slowly. “I
know this probably sounds awfully silly and all, but I’ve got a
feeling about Conner. I mean, you always hear people say when you
meet that certain person, the right one, you’ll know. Perhaps, I’m
being foolish. Maybe, I’m just letting my over-active imagination
gallop away on me. But I don’t think so. I hope not.”

The temptation to make light of my sister’s
comments was checked by the look in her eyes and the tone of her
voice. Both were so out of character that it was clear to me that
she really was taken by this man. The mere fact that my sister was
willing to don the colors of the New England Patriots alone was
enough to tell me Conner McMasters had to be something really
special. So, without another word, I headed off into the kitchen to
clean up the mess we’d left from breakfast. This, I thought
to myself as I did so, is going to be interesting. I never
once suspected just how interesting it would be.



Chapter Two

 


I was in the midst of scraping off plates
when I heard the buzzer to the intercom and Emma answer it with a
cheerful, “Come on up.”

Once more the cutesy, little girl tone of my
sister’s voice caused me to chuckle.

“So much for the hardnosed, no nonsense,
take no prisoners businesswoman,” I muttered to myself as I bent
over to place a fresh batch of dirty dishes into the
dishwasher.

It was only then, when the ends of my
ponytail flopped down into my face, that I suddenly remembered how
I had my hair, which, in turn, reminded me of what I was
wearing.

Before I was able to recover and make a mad
dash for my sister’s bedroom in order to change into some of my own
clothes, there was a knock on the door, followed by the sound of
Emma greeting Conner. I guess in her excitement and her scramble to
clean up, my sister had forgotten how I was dressed as well, for
she called out to me to join her.

“Jordan, Conner’s here.”

The idea of hanging back, of hiding in the
kitchen and waiting for her to come to me to see why I wasn’t
responding to her summons was a good one, one that didn’t occur to
Emma as she called out for me to stop whatever it was I was doing
and meet the man she was so anxious to impress. Figuring I had
little choice but to put on a brave face and make the best of a bad
situation, I took a deep breath and sallied forth, prepared to deal
with just about anything.

I expect my sister’s expression could not
have been much different than mine. Hers was due to a sudden
realization that I was still wearing some of her things. Granted,
they were only jogging pants and a simple top, but they were
anything but nondescript. The reason I stopped short, standing
there with a gob-smacked expression on my face, was due to the
sight of two men standing in the middle of the living room with
Emma, instead of the one I’d been expecting. At the moment, all
three of them were staring at me.

The one I assumed was Conner, based on my
sister’s description, was the first to speak.

Sporting a cheeky grin, he took a moment to
study me head to toe before turning to Emma. “Well, it looks like
I’m not the only one guilty of not informing the other person they
were bringing a friend along. Who is she, Emma? A neighbor of
yours?”

With the word “she” still ringing in my
ears, I looked over at my sister, wondering what she was going to
say. My sister returned my stare, hoping I would give her a clue as
to how I wanted to deal with this. Unfortunately, I was at as much
a loss about how best to tactfully correct Conner’s error as she
was. The obvious solution would have been to tell him the truth,
that I was her brother. To have done so, however, would have put
Conner in a position that would be just as embarrassing to him as
it would be for me, since there is no tactful way of letting
someone know they couldn’t tell the difference between a boy and a
girl without making them feel like a total ass. Since Emma was
anxious to make a good impression on this man and enjoy a relaxing
afternoon with him, I decided if that was the way she wanted to
play it, I’d let her make that call.

While the two of us were doing our best to
communicate with each other using nothing but our eyes and facial
expression, Conner was free to look back and forth between us. By
doing so, he was able to discern something of a family
resemblance.

Once more, he took the initiative. “Don’t
tell me,” he snickered. “You’re sisters.”

“Ah, not really,” Emma replied without
thinking. “Jordan’s my... my...”

I was about to help her overcome her mental
block by saying that I was her brother, who was about to leave,
when she blurted out an answer that only made things worse.

“She’s my cousin.”

In a heartbeat, my eyes grew as large as
hen’s eggs as she quickly began to build upon that little fib with
something that was at least closer to the truth.

“Jordan’s a student at NYU. She likes to
haul her laundry all the way uptown every Sunday morning in order
to use the machines here and spend the afternoon with me watching
the Giants play.”

Cocking an eyebrow, Conner looked down at
the jersey Emma was wearing. “The Giants?”

Wincing, my sister dropped her chin a smidge
while looking up at Conner through her lashes. “Well, yeah. I mean,
I do like the Patriots as well.”

Conner chuckled. “A likely story.”

Having finally recovered somewhat, I decided
this was as good a time as any for me to make a break for the
bedroom where I could change before fleeing back to my dorm.

That plan was scuttled even before I had a
chance to put it into action as the other man who was with Conner
cleared his throat. Tearing his eyes off Emma, Conner gave his
friend a wink and a friendly nudge with his elbow.

“See, I told you this wouldn’t be a
problem.”

“What wouldn’t be a problem?” Emma asked
looking between Conner and the stranger.

“Emma, Jordan, this is Aaron Stone, an old
high school buddy of mine who’s just moved to New York,” Conner
explained. “He’s staying with me for a few days until he can find
his own place.”

Turning back to Emma, he picked up his
apology where he’d left off before I had blundered into the
room.

“Like I was saying, I know it was wrong to
bring Aaron along without asking, but I didn’t feel right leaving
him all alone at my place on a Sunday afternoon, bereft of
television.”

To my surprise, I watched as my sister all
but melted under Conner’s puppy dog eyes, telling me that she was
going to forgive him without so much as a peep.

Conner saw this as well. Having managed to
placate my sister, he turned his attention back to me. “You might
be interested in knowing that Aaron owns his own company.”

I couldn’t help but notice the look Aaron
gave Conner as he spoke, almost as if he was worried Conner might
say something he didn’t want Emma or I to know.

While the two men were engaged in their own
little non-verbal exchange, I made a beeline for Emma. Grabbing her
by the arm on the fly, I dragged her off to her bedroom. Once we
were safely behind closed doors, I whirled about.

“Why in the name of God did you do that?” I
demanded.

“What was I supposed to do?” Emma shot back.
“Tell him that you were my brother who only looks like a girl
because you’re wearing my clothes?”

“Well, it would have been the truth.”

“And it would have made Conner look like a
fool.”

Having already gone over that ground in my
own head, I moved on to more immediate problems.

“Now what?”

Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess we
just sort ourselves out, go back in there and do our best to enjoy
the afternoon just like we had planned to do.”

Stunned, I stared at her wide-eyed. “Excuse
me? We?”

Taking a moment to give the matter some
thought, Emma turned away as she took to pacing.

“You’ve got to understand Jordan, this whole
mess has put me in something of an awkward position,” she explained
without stopping. “Conner brought his friend along without telling
me. Believe me when I tell you, I’m not exactly thrilled about
that. But what can I do?”

“How about reading him the riot act?”

Emma came to a halt in front of me. “I know
I should be angry with him, but I’m not. Like I told you before
they showed up, this is kind of important to me.”

Once more, it was the look in my sister’s
eyes and the tone of her voice that told me this was not a good
time to make a big deal out of this.

“Okay, fine. If that’s the case, I think the
best thing for me to do is to quietly slip out before things get
out of hand.”

“What, and leave me here all alone with two
guys?”

“Emma, in case you haven’t been keeping up
with current events, they think I’m a girl.”

“So?”

“What do you mean, so?”

“It’s not like this would be the first time
you pretended to be a girl.”

My sister’s comment caused me to cringe.
“That was different,” I muttered. “Besides, what are you going to
tell poor Conner should it come to pass you two do become an
item?”

“If that happens, I’ll simply do the same
thing I did with Sarah Roth. I’ll tell him we were just having a
little innocent fun.”

“Somehow, I don’t think Conner will be quite
as forgiving as Sarah was.”

Anxious to get back out with him, Emma
brushed aside my concerns. “Let’s not worry about that now. All I
need to know at the moment is whether or not you’re with me.”

For the longest time, I simply stood there,
staring into my sister’s expectant eyes.

Unable to say “no” to someone who was so
much more than a sister to me, I caved. “Emma, when have I not
been?”

With a smile that lit up the room, she
lurched forward and gathered me up in a hug.

“So, what’s your plan?” I asked while
cocking an eyebrow.

Stepping back, she grinned. “What makes you
think I have one?”

“When, dear sweet cousin of mine,
have you not had a plan?”

~

 


Since the boys had seen me sans
makeup, Emma decided we could skip that part of my transformation.
Much to my relief, the outfit she threw together for me wasn’t all
that different than what she had on, except I wore her white Giants
jersey that sported a big, powder blue “10” and a pair of
tight-fitting jeans. Oddly enough, when she told me they were her
“fat” jeans, I found myself becoming a wee bit perturbed. Never
having had an issue with my weight, the idea that I was condemned
to wear “fat” jeans irked me. Only when it came to my hair did she
insist we go for something a little more dramatic.

“It’s your best feature,” she kept insisting
as she brushed it out, adding hairspray as she did so. “I’ve always
been insanely jealous of your hair. I mean, I don’t know a girl
alive who wouldn’t die to be a redhead.”

“If you remind me when we’re finished today,
I’ll shave it off and give it to you.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, Jordan
Wallace. Who knows,” she giggled as she was finishing up, “by the
end of the day, you may find yourself enjoying being a redhead for
the first time in your life.”

Though I responded with my best imitation of
John Wayne’s famous line from, “That’ll be the day,” when all was
said and done I had to admit, she had been more than right. Rather
than being totally freaked out, I truly was enjoying the
experience, false boobies and all.

~

 


By the time we finally returned to the
living room, both Aaron and Conner had settled in, with Conner
sitting strategically in the middle of the sofa while Aaron
occupied a chair just to the right of it. Quite naturally, Emma
took her place next to Conner.

Determined to put as much distance between
myself and Aaron, I fled to another chair, one situated across the
room from the one Aaron occupied.

The first game up was Buffalo at New
England. Though I didn’t have any dogs in that fight, I quickly
took to rooting for the Bills for no other reason than to irritate
my sister.

At first, she just ignored me, which only
served to egg me on. Eventually, unable to help herself, she took
to mocking the hapless Giants who were scheduled to play later that
day in Washington. Conner, caught in the middle of this sibling,
banter took advantage of every opportunity he could to add his two
cents, though he did so in a manner that kept him in M’s good
graces. Aaron, feeling very much the outsider, thanks in no small
part to my failure to engage him in conversation, pretty much kept
quiet throughout the early game. That’s not to say he remained
uninterested in me. On far more occasions than I was comfortable
with, I caught him looking over to where I sat, curled up in my
seat in much the same manner Emma tended to do when vegging out in
front of the TV. It wasn’t until we switched over to the late game
that things got really interesting.

Insisting that she couldn’t possibly put off
yielding to the demands of her bladder for another second, Emma
told me to pop a frozen pizza into the oven while she dashed off to
the necessary room for a minute. That Conner followed her toward
the back of the apartment didn’t escape my notice. Nor, for that
matter, did Aaron miss that slick little maneuver. I guess he
figured this was as good a time as any to see if he could overcome
the wall of ice I’d manage to maintain all afternoon by following
me into the kitchen on the pretext of fetching a fresh bottle of
Coors Light.

As expected, the situation I found myself in
was exactly the sort of thing I had been doing my damnedest to
avoid, for Emma’s kitchen wasn’t much bigger than a walk-in closet.
It was efficiently laid out, sporting everything one needed except
room, leaving me little choice but to turn my back on Aaron and
squeeze by him whenever I needed to retrieve something from a
cabinet or drawer on the other side of the room. It goes without
saying that Aaron, who was either oblivious to my efforts to shun
him or was purposefully ignoring my attempts to do so, stood his
ground right in the middle of the kitchen, doing his best to engage
me in conversation.

“So, you’re a college student.”

Knowing I could only go so far with my
frosty bitch routine without spoiling the day for Emma, I found I
had little choice but to respond. “Ah, yeah.”

“What are you majoring in?”

“History.”

“History?”

The disparaging tone with which he responded
irked me. Unable to help myself, I spun around and faced him for
the first time. “Yes, history. Is there a problem with that?”

Realizing he was in danger of careening off
his chosen path and into a ditch, Aaron did some very serious
backpedaling. “Nothing! Nothing at all. History is, ah… well, it’s
interesting.”

His response caused me to smirk. In the
past, whenever I mentioned I was majoring in history, the other
party I was talking to usually responded with a comment like, “What
on earth can you possibly do with a degree in history?” or, “Are
you serious?” No doubt, Aaron, determined to find a way onto my
good side for reasons I didn’t even want to think about, was doing
his best to recover from a faux pas that was, in all
likelihood, a reflection of his true feelings on the matter.

“So,” he started again with greater caution,
“are you one of those girls who follow the Giants just because you
think their quarterback is cute, or do you seriously believe they
have a chance to go somewhere this season?”

Unable to help myself, I once more turned to
face Aaron, wondering as I stared into his eyes if he thought a
question like that would save his already sizzling bacon from the
fire he was hellbent on leaping into.

“The Giants are my team. Aren’t they yours?”
I added, overplaying the haughtiness of my voice.

This time, Aaron didn’t back down, taking an
entirely different tack in the strange and rather uncomfortable
psychological dance in which I found myself engaged.

“No, not really. You see, I’m a Cowboy’s
fan. You know, America’s Team.”

Unable to help myself, I rolled my eyes. “I
can’t believe it. My sister actually let a Cowboys fan in her
apartment? I mean, cheering for the Patriots is bad enough, but the
Cowboys?”

No sooner had those words left my mouth than
I realized I had referred to M as my sister. Without waiting for
him to respond, I spun about and turned my attention back to what I
had been doing.

Fortunately, Aaron either missed my slip of
the tongue or his mind was on other things, things I really didn’t
want to think about.

“I take it the two of you don’t much care
for the Cowboys.”

“That is an understatement,” I answered
without bothering to look back at him.

Tiring of this exchange and before he was
able to respond to my comment, I resorted to a ploy my grandmother
had used many a time.

“Now, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it
if you’d leave me to my chores here. You know what they say about
too many cooks. Besides, I don’t want to miss the opening
kickoff.”

Unwilling to yield his ground without taking
a parting shot, Aaron snickered. “Given it’ll be the only time the
Giants will be ahead in the game, I don’t imagine you’ll want to
miss that.”

Before I could turn about and give him a
good what-for, he was gone, chuckling to himself as he left the
kitchen and leaving me to wonder if he really thought his approach
to engaging women in conversation was somehow endearing. Never
having found myself engaged in a situation like the one in which
I’d just participated, at least from my current point of view, I
found myself wondering if it was. Silly question, I told
myself, one I had no need to answer since this would be the last
time I’d ever find myself playing on the wrong side of the
street.

By the time I returned to the other room,
Emma and Conner were already back on the sofa. While he was able to
play it cool, I could tell by the guilty look on my sister’s face
that she’d been doing more than simply tending to basic biological
functions. To let her know I was onto her, I flashed her a knowing
smile and a wink. In turn, she blushed but managed to return my
smile with one of her own. Aaron, who’d been watching this out of
the corner of his eye, waited until I was seated before turning to
Conner.

“Did you know we’re in the presence of a
pair of dyed-in-the-wool Giants fans?”

Conner made a show of looking over at Emma’s
New England jersey. Wincing, Emma looked up at Conner. “Like I
said, I do like the Pats as well.”

“You can’t fool me,” Conner shot back. “I’ll
bet you just enjoy watching Tom Brady run around in tight-fitting
pants.”

“Can you blame a girl for that?”

“No, I guess not,” Conner snickered. “Of
course, I can do something he can’t.”

Coyly, Emma tilted her head. “Oh? Like
what?”

After draping his arm about Emma’s shoulder,
Conner leaned over and planted a quick kiss on Emma’s lips.

“Can he do that?” he stated smugly after
pulling away.

The chime on the oven interrupted this silly
little flirtation as I was called back into the kitchen to retrieve
the pizza. Upon my return, with pizza in hand, I was greeted with
an announcement that my sister, Conner, and Aaron had agreed to a
bet.

“It seems the boys have no faith in the home
team,” Emma explained, indicating the two men with a simple nod of
her head, as she helped me serve up the pizza onto paper
plates.

Suspecting I wasn’t going to like what
followed, I responded cautiously. “And?”

“Aaron suggested that we put our money where
our mouths are.”

At the mention of Aaron’s name, I became
even more suspicious as to where this was going. “And what did
we agree to?”

“If the Giants lose, we fix dinner for the
boys.”

Despite the alarms that were already
sounding in my head, I managed to remain calm. “And if they
win?”

“They buy us dinner.”

“Buy us dinner? As in go out someplace? In
public?”

“Of course,” Aaron announced smugly. “It’s
better than having us repay in kind since Conner and I are culinary
klutzes.”

Unable to help myself, I grabbed my sister
by the arm. “Emma, could I have a word with you?
Now!”

Without waiting for her to answer, I hauled
her away to the kitchen. Once there, I whirled about, planted my
fists on my hips, and thrust my face toward my sister’s.

“Just what in the bloody hell do you think
you’re doing?” I hissed louder than I should have.

Bringing her hands together as if in prayer,
Emma leaned forward and began to plead with me. “Jordan, please. I
couldn’t help it. I so want to get to know Conner.”

Reaching out, I made a great show of wiping
away a smudge of lipstick from around her mouth. “I dare say the
two of you already seem to know each other quite well.”

Embarrassed, but unrelenting, my sister
continued to press her case. “Jordan, this is important to me. This
is the first chance I’ve had to go out with him for dinner. I mean,
we’ve spent some time together but both occasions were little more
than hanging out with other couples, like we’re doing today. This
would be a real date.”

“Exactly my point,” I exclaimed, doing my
best to keep my voice down.

I think, for the first time, Emma managed to
understand what I’d been trying to convey to her, for her eyes
widened as she pulled back slightly. “Oh!”

“Yeah, oh.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be a date, not for you
and Aaron. It would just be dinner.”

“I doubt if that’s how Aaron is going to see
things. You weren’t out here in the kitchen before with him.”

It wasn’t until Emma tilted her head and
gave me a suspicious look that I realized I had let out more than I
should have.

“Oh?”

Flummoxed and not quite sure what to say, I
tried to brush her off. “Um, nothing happened, really.”

“Then, what’s with the crimson cheeks?”

Unable to help myself, I brought my hands up
and touched my cheeks with the tips of my fingers, imagining as I
did so, that I could feel the glow of acute embarrassment.

“Later,” I stuttered. “I’ll tell you all
about it later,” I repeated as I tried to push my way past her.

Sensing that she now had the upper hand,
Emma blocked my way. “Oh no you don’t.

You’re not leaving this kitchen until you
tell me or...”

“All right,” I snapped. “I’ll do it.”

“Say it.”

Barely able to contain my anger, I glared at
Emma. “If the Giants lose, I’ll stick around and help you with
dinner.”

“And if they win?”

Reaching out, I grabbed the arm she was
blocking my way with and lifted it like a tollgate. “Yes, damn it,
I’ll go.”

With that, I stormed out of the kitchen and
marched over to my chair. Throwing myself into it, I folded my arms
across my chest, planted my chin on my chest, and, for the first
time in my life, found myself praying the Washington Redskins would
beat my beloved Giants.



Chapter Three

 


“Stop fidgeting.”

“I will if you tell me again why I have to
suffer through this. As you keep reminding me, it’s only
dinner.”

Emma smirked. “I do think the lady doth
protest too much.”

As long as I could remember, it had always
been next to impossible for me to fool my sister. The only thing
more difficult than that was finding a way to resist her demands
whenever she set her mind to doing something where she needed my
help. Realizing that my half-hearted protests were falling on deaf
ears, I tried a different approach.

“I understand why you want to go all out
with the hair, makeup, and outfit. But why do I have to get all
tricked out?”

Instead of answering, Emma took my chin
between her thumb and forefinger in an effort to steady my head. It
felt strange having eyeliner applied. Not unpleasant, just strange.
Only when she was satisfied with her efforts but before moving on,
she paused to answer me.

“Why do you need to get dressed up like
this? So that you can do what you always do, blend in, go with the
flow, become Mister Invisible. Or should I say ‘Miss Invisible,’”
she added as an impish grin crept across her lips.

“At this point, I really don’t care what you
call me. Just tell me this foray will be the end of your mad plans
to turn an average, Joe Cool college student into Madame
Butterfly.”

In the twinkling of an eye, her smile
disappeared, replaced by a rather enigmatic expression that I
couldn’t quite fathom. “Only if you want it to,” she murmured
softly.

Spooked by the sudden change in her demeanor
and having no desire to dwell on the point she was attempting to
make in a rather indirect manner, I cleared my throat. “Ah, Emma?
Are you done messing with my face yet?”

Shaking her head as if to banish a stray
thought she chose not to share with me, she blinked. “Almost. Just
a few little touches.”

Those touches were the culmination of a
complete makeover and a restyling of my hair, something I thought
was unnecessary but came across as more appropriate when I was
finally allowed to see myself in the mirror.

“Somehow, I get the feeling that I’m never
going to live this down,” I muttered absentmindedly to myself as I
took a moment to examine the finished product. From across the room
where she was laying out the outfit she had picked for me, Emma
asked what I was saying. “Nothing, nothing. Just admiring your
handiwork.”

Those words had no sooner left my mouth when
I realized I had blundered. Turning away from the mirror, I glanced
over to where my sister was regarding me with a strange look on her
face.

“You really are enjoying this, aren’t you?”
Emma remarked, making her comment sound more like a statement of
fact than a question.

Throwing my hands up in mock surrender, I
did what I always did when it was just my sister and I, I told the
truth. “Okay, guilty as charged. As weird as this has been so far,
it’s been fun in a twisted, alternate universe sort of way.”

From where I sat, I couldn’t quite tell if
Emma was relieved to hear my confession or concerned. Whatever was
causing her to pause quickly passed as she gave her head a quick
shake. With time becoming quite short, she handed me a long, full
skirt that came just below my knees and a white satin blouse with a
wide, notched collar. Only the black, low-heeled leather boots Emma
gave me to wear were a little tight. When I was finished dressing,
she took a step back in order to take a better look at the final
product.

“I’ll bet you’re glad you’re not eligible to
stand in as a body double for the Incredible Hulk.”

“I don’t know about that,” I responded
ruefully as I turned this way and that while admiring my reflection
in a floor-length mirror. “I did, after all, have to use your fat
jeans. So, I guess I’m not perfect.”

“Oh, away with you,” Emma chuckled as she
shooed me out of her room with a wave of her hand. “I’ve got a lot
of catching up to do if I’m going to look as good as you and not a
whole lot of time.” Her statement, delivered without a hint of
irony or sarcasm and its implications didn’t quite register with
me. I guess I was just having too much fun, an admission I was
finding far too easy to deal with.

~

 


Since it was nearly 8 PM by the time we were
ready, my sister insisted that we take a cab instead of the subway,
an idea I whole-heartedly endorsed. The plan, agreed to by Emma and
the boys shortly after the Giants defense made a spectacular goal
line stand during the waning minutes of the fourth quarter, was for
Conner and Aaron to head back to their place, change, and meet us
at the restaurant. That they would be there long before us was a
given. Their grooming habits, after all, paled in comparison to the
ritual to which Emma had subjected me.

We found the two of them waiting for us at
the Gotham Bar and Grill on East 12th Street in the
Village, yucking it up over drinks at the bar. It became quite
obvious to me that my sister was determined to make an impression
on Conner by the way she slowed her pace as she approached him,
affecting a rather exaggerated saunter in the process. I, on the
other hand, was more than content to follow several paces behind,
head slightly bowed, and eyes darting from side to side, doing a
rather terrible job of hiding the acute anxiety attack I felt
coming on. It’s not that I was afraid the transvestite police were
going to jump out from behind the bar and arrest me or that another
patron would suddenly jump up out of their seat and yell, “Look,
there’s a guy in a dress!” This was New York City, after all,
and the clientele of the Gotham Bar and Grill were far too
sophisticated for that sort of thing. I did, however, expect people
to stare and maybe even enjoy a good chuckle over the way I was
dressed.

Fortunately, I think, that didn’t happen.
Instead of scorn and ridicule, the attention I attracted was the
sort I’d seen my friends and other men display whenever they spied
a particularly attractive woman passing by. This was especially
true when Aaron finally caught sight of me. The smile that lit up
his face and the twinkle in his eyes, while encouraging in a way,
was more than a little unnerving. Though I had no idea what he was
going to order for dinner, I had little doubt what he wanted for
dessert.

With this thought foremost in my mind, I
went out of my way to keep as much distance between myself and
Aaron. Doing so, in a crowded New York eatery, turned out to be
something of a challenge. It started when it came time to be
escorted to our table. Conner followed Emma, placing a hand in the
small of her back as he guided her through the maze of tables and
diners, a gesture with which she was quite comfortable. I, on the
other hand, did a quick sidestep when Aaron tried to do the same.
This little maneuver accomplished two things. It erased the
self-satisfied smile he’d been sporting, and it served notice that
touching was strictly verboten. That didn’t mean he lost
interest. On the contrary, he followed me to the table like a
predator stalking its prey.

Despite the fact that I was blending in as
well as a five-foot-eight, 135-pound redhead could, my mannerism
and responses didn’t always match the image. Emma, who was aware of
these deficiencies, had given me some tips while we were getting
ready and during the cab ride. Still, as far as I was concerned,
her efforts fell well short of the mark. The best I could do was to
heed her final word of advice, which was to follow her lead and
mimic what she did when it seemed appropriate, something that was
easier said than done. M was a woman with years of experience
dealing with social situations, such as the one I suddenly found
myself dropped into. The grace and ease with which she handled
herself and interacted with Conner were second nature. I, on the
other hand, carried myself off with all the finesse of a
non-swimmer thrown off the end of the dock. Thus, when I wasn’t
doing my best impersonation of a bumbling fool, I kept my hands
tightly clasped in my lap, my head slightly bowed, and my eyes
riveted to whatever dish the waiter placed before me.

My efforts to keep to myself were for naught
as Aaron did everything he could to draw me into a one-on-one
exchange, spending the better part of the meal skimming through a
wide range of subjects in the hope of stumbling upon something that
interested me. With a resolve equal to his, I did my best to keep
from being drawn into a protracted tête-à-tête with him, by
limiting my responses to “yes,” “no,” or “that’s interesting,” in
the hope of frustrating him or, failing that, boring him to tears.
Unfortunately, rather than tiring of my evasiveness, he came to
view my efforts as something of a challenge. With all the tenacity
of a devout knight on a grail quest, he kept at it until I could no
longer stand it.

In one final and desperate bid to put an end
to his attempts to draw me out of my shell, when he asked me how it
was that I was only two years younger than Emma, a fact I knew I
hadn’t provided him with and still only a sophomore in college, I
hit him with an answer I was sure would shut him up.

Looking up from my plate, I gave him the
best deadpan expression I could muster. “I did a tour in Iraq as an
Army medic.”

My response, delivered with a cool,
unflinching deliberateness, seemed to have its desired effect, for
he returned my stare for but a moment before averting his eyes.
From her seat across from me, Emma took note of Aaron’s sudden
change in behavior.

While still trying to keep up with what
Conner was saying, she cast furtive glances in my direction,
furrowing her brow as she tried to figure out what had happened.
Aware he was no longer enjoying M’s complete and undivided
attention, the ever-attentive Conner stopped talking and looked
over at me as well. After quizzically regarding Aaron for a moment,
as if trying to determine what was wrong, he turned his attention
back to me.

To her credit, Emma’s assessment of the
situation was spot on. Without taking her eyes off me, she came to
her feet, excusing herself as she did so, before making it clear
with nothing more than an arching of her brow that I was to
follow.

Whatever reservations I had about going into
a woman’s restroom were more than counterbalanced by the
opportunity it afforded me to flee Aaron’s attention, even if only
briefly. Once in the female sanctuary, Emma immediately took to
parading down the line of stalls, bending over and peeking under
the partially open doors to ensure we were alone.

When she was satisfied that she could speak
freely, she whirled about. “What just happened out there?”

Still a wee bit uncomfortable with my
surroundings, I didn’t answer her at first. Instead, I folded my
arms tightly across my chest, turned away from her penetrating
gaze, and took to studying my reflection in the mirror as I
wondered how best to answer her. I could take the easy out I told
myself and limit my response to a simple chronicling of what had
gone down. That, however, would not have appeased M. She knew me
too well. As if to confirm this, she sidled up to me and placed an
arm about my waist, pulling me close as she regarded my reflection.
We stood there like that for several long seconds, she patiently
waiting for me to sort through my rather jumbled thoughts, and me
madly scrambling to find the words that would accurately convey the
turmoil this little lark had stirred within me.
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